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) The standard dictionmary definition of a metaphor--a
wvord or phrase applied to an object or concept that it does not
“literally denote in order to suggest comparison with another object
or\concept--ls inadequate in that ‘it does not deal with whole
sentence metaphors and that it provides no way of distinguishing
between a metaphor and a semantic anomaly or a falsehood. A superior,
alternative definition is that a metaphor is the use of an expression
that is contextually anomalous and~for which the-metaphoric tension
is in prlnc1ple eliminable. Tension elimination can be conveniently
discussed in terms of thrée functions that metaphors can perform:
expressing things that are literally inexpressible, conveying
concepts in a compact- manner, and expressing ideas vividly. Results
of experiments -on the comprehension of metaphors suggest that two
important variables affecting the comprehen51on of nonliiteral uses of
language in general, and of metaphors in partlcular, are the nature
of and the amount of contextual support. Finally, it might seem that
there is an important difference between metaphors and similes
because the apparent violation of conversational postulates, at least
of the sincerity postulate, is immediately obvious in the case of the
metaphor, but much less obvious for the simile. (GW)
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Aspects of Metaphor

)3

Some Psycholinguistic Aspects of Metaphor

In ;his paper I attempt to ao:thréé'thingé; First, in view of the
variety of° implicit and explicit definitions of metaphor in the
;hilosophical, psychological and linguistic.lité}ag;re, I shall review the
"standard" definition ;f metaphor, Second, I will attegp} to furnish an

alternative definition of metaphor that seems to accord better with the

facts. Finally, I will discuss various issues related to the processes

3

involved in th;‘zgﬁprehension of metaphors. Along the way I shall make a

few observétiongfaoeuﬁ)the relationship between metaphors and meaning.

-

Metaphor: The Standard Definition

Tﬁe standar& dictionary defini;ion_is tha£ a metaphor 1s a word or
‘ phrasé épplied to an objéét'or concept that it does not literally deqote.iﬁ
order to sdggegt compariéon with another object or concept. -Assuming thatr
it is possible to determine a satisfactory criterion faf "literal
denotation," this definition 1s, no doubt, adequate for‘the purposes of
1exic9graphers. But, as we shall see, 1t is pot adequate for thg purposes

of péycholoéis;s,or £heoretical linguists. The cognitive psychologist might
.be‘concernéd withyﬁhen ana wh&,people use metapho;s, éﬁd~§hen and how they

understand them. He/she is concerned with the processes presumed to underlie
their use and coﬁprahension, and how, if“at ali:'theée processes differ from -
and arg*felated to those involved in literal uses of language. Tﬁe'linguist

might be concerned with the formal properties of metaphors and the semantic

and pragmatic relations that they have to their literal counterparts. The

.
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‘difficulties to overcome. First, one would be unable to account for a whole
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2

linguist might also be interested in syntactic relations as they pertain to

certain kinds of figurative language. None of these interests is well

Y
r

served by the standard dictionary definition.

‘The standard dictionary definition of metaphor seems to underlie many

of the discussions provided by those workiné in the various disciplines
concerned with it. For example, to the extent that metaphor has recelved

serious consideration in linguistics, theoreticians have tended to try to

>

‘ Q . ' :
account for it in terms of selection Testriction violations. A good example

of such an approéch can+be found in Matthews (1971), who makes two claims of

particular interest. One is that the presence of a selection restriction

violation is "a necessary and sufficient condition for the diétinguishing of

©

metaphor from non-metaphor.”" The second is that the effect of such a

violation is to "de-emphasize the features which figure in [iv] as well as

those other features most closely associdted with 1t" (p.,424). Within the

. , . _
limiting machinery of selection restrictions Matthews makes a reasonable

_case for his conclusions. The root of  the problem lies in his uncritical

3 at

acceﬁtancé of a theory of semantic features and all that is implied by it.

The shortcomings of the feature approach to semantics have been discussed at

s .
o ' L )

length both in 1inguistics‘and'$§§chology; and MattheWs himself admits that

semantic features are not assumed to be either psvchologically or physically

real. But even if one were willing to accept feature theory and the

gratuitous ad hoc features that it entails, still.there would be two grave

class of metdphors in this way. Second, one would in any casé be able to
‘ . . .

\ 1
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say little more than that some metaphors are not literally acceptahle
because of some particular selectién restriction violation. It should be .

noted that Matthews does try to deal with these problems.

t

The class of metaphors that I claim cannot be handled is comprised of
what can be called "whole sentence" metaphors (5ee, Ortony, Reynolds &
Arter, 1978). Whole sentence metaphors are ﬁerfectly well-formed sentences"

that %bvolve.no selection restriction viclations. They are sentences that.

deman&ié metaphérical interpretation in some contexts, and a literal
in;erpfetatiqn:in others. Taking an example from Reddy (1969), Matthews

_argues that (1) is not a metaphor even though uttered about a decrepit

FES
Al
S ,

.proféssor emeritys.
" (1) The old rock is becoming brittle with age. -

He argues that underlying (1) 1is a "real" metapﬁor, (2):

K}

(2) The;old professor emeritus is a rock.
But this seems to beg-thé question. Clearly, if (1) *is uttered in the
appropriate context it cannot be interpreted biterally in any intelligible

way, so there is no basis for arguing that in such a context (1) is not a -

metaphors It 1s true that it may impl§zor ﬁresuppose other metaphors such

as (2), but that is not a sufficient reason for denying that (1) is, or at

least can be, a metaphor.

-

# The skcond probiem‘concerﬁs'some-of the consequences of the view that

'

the violation of a selgction restriction 1s a necessary and sufficient
condition for éomething's being a metaphor. If this is the case there would

seem to be no way to distinguish'between a metaphor -.-and a semantic anomaly

T
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or anfaisehood. Matthews’ answer to this is to §55ert that it isdyerely a
question of speaker‘intention—~the speéker must intend to USe‘langunge
metaphorically. But, linguistic comﬁuuicétfsn involves not oﬁly a speaker
but ‘a hearer. It normally requires that a hearer recognize the speaker’s
intentions, and that the speaker speaks on the basis of certain expectations
. about 5uch‘recognition. The problem with locating certain kinds:of speech -
acts 'only in the spenker’s intentions to perform them is that it renders
those ﬁpeech gcts essentiélly private rather than public acts. Thus,
- suppose that Natthews' account were accepted. Then, from the point of view
' of a hearer, who might assume that speakeré de not normally intend to speak
falsely, what is to be concluded from an utterance that is falée énd that
violﬁtes a selection restriction? Why should the hearer not conclude that
since<the speaker could not have intended to speak falsely he‘ox she must
have 1nte68ea~t6t5peak megaphorically? Yef, surely it does n&t follow from
the fact that people rarely intend to Qtter falsehoods that if someone -does
1nadyertent1y say something that is.false éﬁd that also invol§es a selection
restriction violation, th§t the hearer ipso facto attributes td.him or her
the intention of speaking metéphorically. One who utters (3) is not likely
to be speaking ﬁetaphorically:

(3) Sierra Leone is thé largésf_gdwn in Migeria; T
nor, as a rule, is_he or she regarded'as so speaking. This is not to say
‘that (3) could not possihly be uttered or understood metaphorically, rather

it is to say that the fact that it is false and involves a seclection

restriction violation does not license the inference that someone who uses

o
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it is speaking metaphorically. Matthews argues that the sclection
restriction violation must be from the speaker’s point of view, but this

malies metaphor essentially in the mind of the speaker, and without the

N

introduction of some kind of pragmatic analysis, there it has to stay.
I have conceritrated on Matthews’ treatment of metaphor not because T

think it is bad--in fact, within the limitations of the theoretical
o ‘ IQ

 framework from which he starts I think it is probably as pood as one can

-~

get——butrbecause it scems to capture so well the essential irgredients of

‘ the standard dictionary definition approach. For-Matthews, like the .ib

dictionary, metaphors operate xclusively at the lexical level, and for
Matthews they involve violations of selection restrictions, which is a more

technical way of.saying what the dictionary says, namely that the word or °

phrase is applied to an object or concept it does not literally denote.

Generally speakiﬁé psychological models of languagé comprehension have =~

not concerned themselves with metaphor. Perhaps the most notable exception

. 1s Kintsch (1974) who acknowledges the importance of accounting for the
comprehension of metaphor for any theory to be adgquate. While sharing the
general dissatisfaction with a feature theoretic account that has been.

mentioned above, Kintsch nevertheless appears to substantially accept

b

Matthews’ acéount. gé3;;;;5émfhé.notion.of selection restfiction

violations,“he‘replaces it with that of semantic anomaly, and maintains that
semantic anomaly is a necessary condition for metaphor. g .
I have sﬁggested that ﬁot all metaphors arelséhanticaily anomalous.

Conéider, for example, (4), a perfectly normal English sentence. Certainly, °

T /
it is not seMantically anomalous. |

-7
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(4) Regardless of the danger, thé troops ma?ched on.
What determines whether (4) is a metaéhor or not is the concext in which it
is;gsed. In the context of an army marching to battle it is not likely to
fuhﬁtién as a metaphor, but ié other contexts, such as (5); it 1is.
(5) The children continﬁed to annoy their babysitter.. She told the
.little boys she would not tolerate any more bad‘ggbaviorm
Climbing all over the furniture was not allowed. She threateped
to not let them watcﬁ%TV if they éontinuedfto stomp; fun, and
scream around the room. Regardless of the danger, the troops
; :
marched on.
~Here, the entire séntenceg (4), is a metaphor. Contrary to the standard
dictionéry definitionlwhich we have been reviewing, it‘is not rezlly a case
oé a word or phrase being applied tooaniobjéct it does not literally denote,
because none of éhe substantive words literally denote their usual objects
OTr concepts. Notnwatching‘Tv, or the possibility of ?t, hardly con;titutes
a danger, there are no real troops, and there is no real marching. ft is
the whdle sentence that is megaphorical; not- a wnr& ér phrase within i;. It
is counterintuitive to inéist-that (4) is not a"metaﬁhor.- To do so would he
to base_aﬁgpdgement on an 1nadequate characteéiéation of whatra metaphor is.
R ET
One of thé“;bst well-known linguistic treatménté of metaphor, and one
that évoids some ofnthe problems of the accounts discussed so far, is that
due to Reddy (1969). Although he argues that»maiaphors‘dccur when the
normai liﬁits of the referentiality of words are contravened, he is anxious

@

to provide an account that does not exclude sentences such as (4). However,

el
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.things start to go wrong when he tries to characterize the meaning of a

ot I o
E)

metaphor. :He says:

««+. the ‘meaning’ of the utterance is primarily whatever is implied by

. the fact that something was expressed in this curiocus and
unconventional fashion. The symbolic connection of precise referents

-

is less a bearer of information than the fact that the speaker chose

such and such a word in such’ and suchba‘context. (p. 249) :

. o
Now, whatever the.meaning of a metaphorical utterance is, it canmot he what

Peddy says it is. Perhaps the only thing implied by a speaker’s 'curious

2

and unconventional" choice of words is’that the speaker was unable to

»

express his intentions in any o%her way. One would hardly suppese, ﬂowever,
that the meaning of (4) in a context like (5) was the speaker’s inability to
expruss himself otherwise. On the other hand, it does seem to suppose that

K < o . > 3 . .
- a. hearer’s recognition of the curious choice of words may sometimes justify,
N . b4

1

or even trigger a.nonliteral.interpretation of them. Furthermore, it

>

probably is the case that the metaphorical meaning of an utterance such as

(4), is indeed reluted to certain implications of it, albeit not those that

Reddy has in mind.
. I would argue that the metaphorical meaning of a whole-sentence

- metaphor like (4) in a context such as (5) has to be related to those

i3
L

_ salient components of its literal meaning that do not Onflict with the

context, and some of these are implications of fhe_literal meaning. For

2

example, one of the implications of the literal meaning of (4) is that a

9
p3

Y ‘ o £
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Astfects of Metaphor
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group oflpeéple centinued doing_what they were élready.doing without cencern
fﬁr the consequences. Anéther.is that the.brobable corsequences wéruu
undesirable,';hother that the people'were aware of this,'but éEybbprnly.
unconéefned, and so0 on.

The utilization, in comprebension, of théée salient aspects ¢i literal
meaning t%dt do not contlict yﬁth the context; 1s comsistent with the
account of.the comprehension of part-sentence metaphors such as (6) that I
have proposed in an earlier paper {Ortony, 19%5).

(6 The boy dived.into the crowd. |
All metaphors give rise to what is usually calied metaphorical tension which
is a résﬁlt of the conceptual incompatilbility {fnherent in a metaphof taken N
in ifs context. Tﬂe comprehension of the méraphbr requires the ;1imination

of the temsion, that is, the elimination‘of aspectz of the meaning of words,

phrases or centences that when interpreted literally give rise to tension.

{

Having found the standard account wanting, the quection arises as tc
whethier or not a superior, alternative account can be offered. UWhat I
propose to do now is to try to offer such an accoun!. A first requirement

for something to be a metaphor 1is that it should be pragmatically, ¢r

. perhaps better, contextually anomalous. This means that-a literal

interpretation of the expression, be it a word, phrase, sentence, or an even
larger unit of text, fails to fit the context.: ﬁﬁe virtue ~»f this
T _ i , .

requirement is that it permits the classification of one and the same

expression as being a metaphor in some cases and not in others. A coxollary

~

<
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is that it is not linpuistic expressions themselves that are metaphors, but

¢

particular uses of them. Thus, whether or not (4) is 2 metaphor depends

) - . E - ‘ £ k - £ k3 ‘ .
upon the context in which it is used; and, as we have seen,; this i& as it

.should be: The contextual anomaly condition also permits the in:lusion of, .

expressions like (6), since insofar as it expresses something that is
. E ; 4 s . .

il

literally impqssible, there can be no normal context in which it will fit

unlegs it is interpreted metaphorically. There may, however, be "abnormal™

o - e

. or magical contexts that will support a literal interpretation of such

- part-sentence metaphors, and to the extent that there are, tokens of such,

2
s

expressions will not be metaphors. Alice in Wonderland is full of -,

superficially anomalous sentences that can bg interpreted literally because

e . ®

of the bizarreness of the contexts in which.tkey oceur.

a@

The general point that needs to be emphlasized here is that if something

is a mecaphor then it will be coqtektuéiiy~anqmaloué if interpreted
litérally (éxéept in raré cases of/;mbigubusheXpreSSions wherein one readiag.
makes sense literally and the other metaphorically, iﬁ wgigh case the
generalization is still‘true of the latter reading). Insofar as the
violation of selection restrictions éan be interpreted in terﬁs of semantic
incompatibiiit;:s at the lexical ievel, such violations may sometimes be the‘gf
basis of the contexthal_énomaly; But there can be éthe; reasons t00, SO

that selection restriction violations, or, to use the theoretic¢ally more

3 .
f

neutral description, lexiecal level semantic incompatibilities, are not the
onlv causes of contextual anomaly. ~ Furthermore, it seems that the =

distinction between the literal and the metaphorical is one of degree with

'

"ERIC
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there being .many difficult borderline

context "of a boy running into a crowd

‘
~

metaphbrical than if it is uttered in

tall building.

determine., .

While the contextual anomaly requirement appears to be necessary,

not sufficient for the chéracﬁérizg&lgn of a metaphor. If taken along.it-

u

In the latter case-its status
4 v DY -

- ¢

e ' | 10

cases. If (6):15 uftérgd_in»the‘ :

more

\

of people it Seems to be

the‘cshtéxt 6f é.éuicidal leaplfrém a’

is @uch more difficult to

PN

. ‘ 3
it is

suffers from one of the shortcomings of the standard definition just

criticized.

L3 Y

It is impoftant to exclude from the class of mgtéphors,d

. r » ) p < .
genuine, unresolvable contextual anomalies. Such expressions are . :

: 5y - . - . ERE
unresolvable in the sense that no amount of processing can eliminate

CEN

~

ke
’,

the -

~

conceptual incompatibilities- that exist,lbe théy inter- or intra-sentence

<
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-

ones., Consequently, that part of the comprehensipﬁ process‘concgrned withh:g

%

the tension elimination fails. So the apparent - literal anomaly inhefenE inf:‘  _;“
metaphorically idtefpretable expressions,

anomalous oa%s. Again, it has to be noted that whether some-pérticular

Ty . . ERLY

4is unresolvable in genuinely

>

3

expression is genuineiy anomalous depends on the. context in which it opCdrs(-

) 3 -

We how have two conditions fo1 something’s being a metaphor, which, if

taken conjointly seem to be necessary and sufficient.

k) L o
4 v

The.first,is the

&

contextual ancmaly condition, the second is that' the metaphofica; tensipn

N .

should in principle be eliminable. We—shou}d probably Rntroduqe a third

condition, or at least, a caveat,

intentions and his or'her‘eXpectations about their recognition. For

that makes refercnce to’ the speaker’s

e

IS

s

example, one might redﬂi}e that the speaker inteitd to speak mntaphorically,

N

e
-}

3
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and that in order to do so he or.she must believe that the tension
"elimination_gpnaition hoidsl_and probably also that the contextual anomaly

condition holds. Presumably, the speaker must further believe, or at leasg
. expectp thatlthe hea;er will recognize th;se beiiffs.rzlf a speaker‘does not
.\hold such beliefs,iwhereas he might produce a megapnor inadvertently, in the
éense that a nearer might recognize that"thé two conditions hold,

nevertheless, the hearer will wrongly attribute-to the speaker certain

communicative intentions that were never there, and communication may break
]

down as a consequence. the role of intentions in language production in

[

general is a'very compiex issue and one whose detailed treatment lies well

.

- beyond the 'scope of the present paper. However it may well be that one has

to settle for a rather weak conception of intention. An operational account

of such a weak notion of intention might merely require ‘that a speaker be

wiliing to agree that he or she had such an intention after the fact; rather
than postulatiné a Specific intention as - 'a causal component of the behavior
(which would be a much'stronger notion.) The intentions that speakers have
as.causai components'of.what they say arealikely to be much‘more giobal
than, for example;'the intention to use a particular expression
metaphorically. The issue of intention becomes even more complicated when
it is considered'in connéction with the production of metaphors.by very
young children (see, Gardner, Winner,’ Bechhofer & Wolf, 1978, for a
discussion of this) *If(‘pgﬁntion is an important component in metaphor
production; as 1t obviougly is.in..the .use. ofwlanguage—in—general, then the
attribution to very young children of the capacity to produce metaphors

~
. . e
LY . :
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woulduSuggest that children have rather more‘sbphisticated meta-linguistic

.

’skillsjfhan has generally been supposed. This would be particularly true if

one relied on a strong notion of intention. Frequently-cited evidence that
young childten éan perceive‘reéemblanées and make comparisons does not
justify the conclusioﬁ that they have the abilit& to intentionally use
language nonliterally. Comparisoqs themselves can-ﬁe iiteral,or nonliterals

"

their status in this regard depends on what the speaker knows about the

referents of the terms being compared, so that it 1s not always possible fdr

[

! N . R
a hearer to judge whether a comparison was or was not intended as’a literal

one anyQay (ise,WOrtony, 1978; Ortony, in press). . N ;
I want_ now toreniarge somewhat on the theoretical basis of my revised
definitioﬁ.of'a metaphor, namely, that a metaphor is-the-use of an {\f
expreséion.thaf is contextually-anom?lodé and for which the metaphoric
tension is in principle eliminablss 1Consider first the pontextual aﬁomaly.‘
requirement.' In his classic paper on Logié and ConversationflGrice (1975)
proéosgs that humén linguis£ic communication is governed by what he calls
thg Cooperative Principle; a principle that reflects the fact that
coﬁversétions~normally take place against a background of speaker and hear;r
éxsectations to tooperate in communication. Thg Cooperative Principle
compriées a number of maxims: ''Make your Cthributioa as informat}ve as
required," "Try to make your contribution one that is true," "Be relevant'
and "'Be pe;spicugusQ" In order to achieve'adeqang generalizability it
appears nedessary to modify and extend some of Gricé's original
for@plations: Following the terﬁinqlogy of Gordon and Lakoff . (1975) I shall.
e : -}
| 14
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refer to my modifications and extensions of Grice’s maxims as Conversational

Postulate§, and for the purposes of illustration I will elaborate on two of

themo b ¥
Gordon and Lakoff propose that there exist what they call sincerity
conditions underlying utterances. Meanwhile, as we have seen, Grice has ‘'as

one'of his maxims an injunction td speak ‘the truth. Combining these gives

b=g

us the sincerigy postulate. The ﬁrbﬂiem,with Crice’s maxim is that it is

too specific since 1t applies only"to asserﬁions whereas what 1s needed are

¢

'conversatioﬁallpostulates that govern all speech.act‘types rather than
specific types.h Grice’s maxim could thus be regarded as an instantiation.of
the sincerity postulate. Expréésed in words, the)sincerity postulates would

be"something'liﬁe, "Try to mean (literally) what you say and imply." This

al

governs not only the truth of assertions, but the felicity of promises, the

genuineness of orders, and so on. The second postulate of concern to us is

e

‘the relevance postulate which is the same as Grice’s maxim "Be relevant."

R

.Conversations would not be conversations were there to be no relevance ‘j“

u

connections between adjacent parts; in Fhe same way, it is presumably the
case that such relevance relations also distinguish-a text from'a random

collection of sentences.
]

One of the chief points that eﬁérges from Grice’s paper Y4s that while

conversational prtulates frequently appear to be violated, these uiolations

v

: . |
are usually only apparent, and they occur often for very good reasons.

Another way of making this point is to observe that speakers very“rapply opt

)

out of the Cooperative Principle. This means that when a hearer encounters

. N
<

ol
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an apparent violation of a conversational postulate, rather than assuming

~the violation to be real, he attempts to make sense of what has been said in

.such a way as to render the violation only apparent. The studies reported in
Clark and Lucy (1975)'could be regarded as being concerned with these
resolution processes as they occur in indirect requests. In the case of

metaphors it seems that the contextual anomaly characteristic also arises.

. 3o

from the apparent violation of pne or more of the cpnversatienai postulates;
the queStion_is, which? Obviously not all apparent violations give rise'to
metaphorical interpretations. Most indireet speech acts are not metaphors.
So,'if the existence of'contextdal anomaly is a necessary condition fer a

’

metaphor, and if all apparent violations of conversational postulates give

‘rise to contextual anomaly, then either we have to restrict the metaphor-

generating sources of contextual anomaiy to some specific subset of apparent
iviolations, or, the burden of distinguishing metaphors from other cases of
superficially anomalous uses will fall on the resolvability-of-metaphoric-

.
'

tension eondrtion.
It is by no means clear that a suitable subset ef apparent violatiens
can be found, although it might be worth exploring the possibility that
“-metaphors arise as the result of the apoarent violation of both the
sincerity postUIate andwthe relevance.postulate together. Recall the
sentence about ‘the troops, (4), rn the context of the frustrated baby-
sitter, (5). SinCe reference is made to non-e;istent troops, non-existent

marching, and non-existent danger, there is an apparent violation of the

sincerity postulate. Furthermore, the sudden‘introduction of ‘these things,-
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if sﬁken literally, is clearly irrelevant, so there is an apparent violation
o ‘ . ' : '

of the relevance postulate tool. - T T

If such an account were to be translated into a processing mciel, the

o

compréhénsion of metaphors Q0u1dvbe characterized by there first being a
recognition of the violation of the two ﬁostulates foliowed by a process
that rendered thqsé violations oﬂly apparent, and that process, as 1 have
already 5ugges£éd; would ‘be the process of tension elimination, to be
di;cussed in a moment., However, I rather doubt that tﬁis model will cover
even thg majo;ity of'gases. Foq; even though whole sentence métaphors “
constituﬁe partigylariy good cgndidates for 1t, it 1sﬁprobab1y the case that
all E?ndé of nop—metaphors viqlatelthe two poStulatBé}fhaﬁ‘I,béﬁe suégested
;n‘ight, be.uniéue t::??_,met_aphp_rs,. El,__,S_e‘C‘-,,O,nd‘,_h-:i_k_F: is not.at_all’ cle"ax_j_"."Eﬂat...é&‘c':hgan....w___._. e
analfsiskis ;pprOpriatetfor.part sentence metéphors. Furthermore, there are
good reaséﬁs for SUppésing that hearers often understand ﬁetaphors without
anyhgﬁgreness of contextual éhqmaly at all. I shall have more to say on
this later.

Ead

Tension eliminathn_can'be convenieﬁtly disgdﬁsed in terms of three:
» ‘ . , .

functions that metaﬁhﬁr can perform. These functions, which are more fully

discussed in Ortony (1975) can be expressed as three theses which I shall

briefly sketch now. The first is the inexpressibility thesis which claims
that metéphors are a means of expressing things-that are literally
inexpressible in the language in question. It is probabiy the case that

' . ) Lo .

many ''dead" metaphors.Qérive their origin from this fact,‘therebyrbegoming,

for practical purposes; literal expressions today of what was literally

1

17
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inexpressible yesterday. Consider the vocabulary available in English to

.describe sounds. It 1is rather lmpoverished. If, in trying to describe_a

loud roar, one says that it was a loud roar, the range of possible noises

consistent with that description may well be toco great—to fulfill the
communicative intent. It could cover anything from the sound of a lion to

that of a football crowd or airplane. However, the judicious use of

o

. . . ' \
metaphor or simile can serve to severely.restrict that -scope, as when, for
i )

example,done would sav that it sounded"likeja railvay train going through

the room. Assumingmthat a‘train was not,adtually going through the room -

such a figuratiVe use of language would permit a descriptive "fine tuning

D |

\ <
that is unavailable 1f the language i1s used only literarly. The second

\,

thesis, the compactness thesis, while closely related to the

ineXpressibility thesis, makes a rather different point. It istnot.so much

concerned with the fact that some metaphors have no literal’ equivalents as

r

1t is with the fact that in.cases,where there are literal equivalents such

expressions are very prolix by{comparison;‘ If a woman describes her husband

as a'teddy bear, her intention may be toﬂpredicate far more of him than can

~ be readily achieved using single discrete literal predicates.' She may want

to convey a- ‘host of things about him: _that he is warm, cuddly, loveable,

.
.».’ - !

7harmless, soft, etc. etc. The compactness thesis could be regarded as

capturing the "etc:" aspect, ahd all that it entdils. Finally, the third -
ap g :

Y s

thesis 1s the vividness thesis. In essence, it suggests that there are

phenomenological and psychological reasons for supposing that metaphors are

more’ image-evoking and more vivid than even thelr best literal equivalents

1

v
LI
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(1f there:are any).

o

T;The three aspects of metaphor represented;by the inexpressibility \\H

«

. .thesis, the compactness thesis, and the vividness thesis all relate té the \\\\;

process of tension elimination. When the woman descrfbgs her husband as a
. teddy bear the tension arises as a result of the incompatibility of the {\

humanness of her husband and the non-humanness of teddy bears. Tension

<.t - z .
elimination is achieved by ignoring those salient aspects or attributes of

o

teddy bears that are perceived as being incompatible wifﬁfhusbands.' In this
particular gxample the attributes are such thiﬁgs as "being a toy." In the

v

:fgd general case the attéibutes can be much more complex and may not even Berﬂ
easily repregéptable in the laﬁguége. «Cerﬁainlytthey.aré not Tesfficted ihl,v-‘:
— -the-way that éeﬁaptic features are (see_Orgony, 1978). What I am propo§igg;‘l
1s that when these atttibutes have been eliminated the remaining salieﬁt

~ attributes of the vehicle are attributed as a whole, that is, an entire:

T

cognitive substructure is mapﬁéd onto the topicf By predicating the non-

conflicting attributes en masse the articulation of discrete gfedicates is S

' -
. At

not required, nor even is a conscious reéBgnition of them. This clearly
~\ ‘adlrfeves compactness;*élt might also achiévé vividnéss and greéfer

imageability since holistic representétions of this kind might bé closer to

perceptual representations than a set of abstracted predicates‘arFiculated

through the medium of Langﬁage. The matter is, however, rather more

" {

compliéatéd since the tension elimination procesé might be'differént under

different circumsfancesz. A . i

b
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It is often said that metaphors are (intended‘to/Suggest) comparisons.

The account offered-here suggests;that“the role of comparison is in the
tension elimination process. Undoubtedly some metaphors are intended by

their authors to focus on shared characteristics”between the topic and the

~ .

vehicle, but others may be intended as a way of eXpressing what is literally
inexpressible, or as a way of causing the hearer to see things in new ways.

Sometimes, therefore, comparison may be better regarded as_the‘means of

v" o A N
comprehension rather than the purpose of 1it.

Metaphor. Some Issues Concerning Comprehension

L

The psychological implications of a Gricean approach to metaphor seem

*clear enough. In his/her effort after meaning, a hearer may recognize that

something is contextually anomalous and that it cannot be sensibly literally

interpreted in the context..’ The hearer then must try to construct an :
interpretation that resolves the apparent violations of the (sincerity?and
: H. ‘. ' - . N

relevance)~postnlates- This suggests”that more, and.presumably deeper,
processing is required which in turn. should demand more mental effort and

moreﬁprocessing time. But; I have suggested'that'there may not be very many

o

LY

occasions upon which such a stage model adeduately describes the

*

comprehension process. This 1s to say that whereas a Gricean account might

be helpful in characterizing what a metaphor is,’it does not necessarily .
help much in characterizing how ammetaphor is understood. -Hoﬁevér,-by

“

providing a means for offering a more realistic notiom of what g metaphor

is, it may provide new prospects for investigating the comprehension of

-

metaphors in the laboratory, an enterprise that in the past has been
. . . ’ - N . *

&

—

ny ! ) Lt . ‘._ e
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thwarted by the difficulty,ofxproducing‘interesting comparisons and adequate
'éon;rbls-(see, Ortony, Reynolds & Arter,71§7§).

.For g%émple, an experiment reported in Ortoqy; Schgl}ert, Reynolds, and
‘Antos (19755 was designed to investigaﬁé thé”éuestion of whéthe; or.ndg

me%aphors (always) take longér to understand than comparable literaiﬂuseslof

- 0

[

language, as seems to be predicted by the Gricean éccqunt. Accordingly, we
tried to determine whether sentences that followed a context which induced

. their literallinterprétations would‘be'combreheﬁded more rapidly than those

@

same sentences following contexts thattinduced metaphorical interpretations.

.Wg’also wanted to determine whether the amount of context was a factor. We

therefore collected reaction times to understanding sentences while varying

the type and lengtH of preceding context. In a second experiment we used a
P . " .
similar procedure to look at performance on idioms. It was hypothesized

that with fémiliar idioms comprehension would bé as quick as, 1f not quicker
than, comprehension of those égme e#pcessions interpreted litérally.
Results of the first experimen;‘showed a strong main effeet for length
of context; targets fbllowingulong contexts took much less time ﬁow
understand'th;n,did targéts followinélshort conﬁexts. “Thus, for éxéﬁple, a
. sehggnce liée (7)- as 1t appears in'a'cogtext like (8) took significantly
.:\lgss time to understand than if the context segmeﬁt were shortened to

include only the first sentencé~”of (8).

(75\\Ihe fabric had begun to fray
'\\ el

.
AN
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(8) Lucy and*Phil needed a marriage councelor. They had once been
very happy but after severai years of narriage they had become :
discontented with one another- Little habits wh1ch had at first
‘been endearing were now irritating and caused many senseless .and .
heated arguments. The fabric had begun to fray. L e

There was also a strong main effect for type of. context wherein'targets“'
following c0ntexts inducing a metaphorical interpretation (likefE7)¢in[the
context of (ég)utoobisignificantly longer to understand than did targets
' fo}lowing liteEal inducing contexts (like (7) in the context of-(9)).
P (9) Tbe“old.couch needed reupholstering. After two generations of
| wear, the edges of the couch were tattered and soiled Several
buttons were missing“and the material around the :seems was
beginning to unravel.éuTne upholstery had become very shabby.
The fabric'had begun to fray.
.Finally,'and'perhaps most interesting, nas the significant interactidn;
' between context type and context length.f The difference betﬁeen literalsA
and metaphorslwas greater for short contexts (4419 and 3616 msec,
respectively) than for long ones (2141 and 1910 msec, resoectinelY).

While these results.arernot capable ofAdistinguishing decisively
between°alternative'theoretical accounts of the underlying orocesses;‘it‘is
worth noting that they do not seem to be consistent with. a Gricean, stage,
model. They suggest that if enougn context'isﬂorogided.to”enable the

construction of a rich semantic representation of the context, then a

-~

certain amount of predictive power is provided; an 1nterpretine framework

D
o’
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"for the target is established. This would mean that while in the short

2

context condition, the metaphor is processed primarily in a bottom up

fashion, in the long context condition top-down ﬁrocessesfplayma“larger‘*"'
role. The metaphor still needs.to be "reinterpreted," but the new

interpretation is already suggested. by the context in the long conrext

M 9

»
condition. . e

The data from the second experiment showed that idioms used

idiomatically take significantly less time to comprehend than do those same

expressions used literally. For example, a phrase like "let her hair down"

. 1s uriderstood quicker if it occurs in a context that induces its idiomatic

o,
vy 9

reading than 1f it occurs in one ‘that induces itsiliteral meaning. * The mean

\ .
reaction times for such decisions were 1383 and 1677 msec, respectizely.

Idioms also take less time than literal translations of their idiomatic’

.meanings (1486 msec), although not significantly less.

Our results'then, particularly from the first experiment, suggest that

two important variables affecting the eomprehensiqn of nonliteral uses of

(8

language in general, and of metaphors in particular; are the nature of and

the amount of contextual support. With abundant support, whole sentence

v

metaphors appear to be (often) interpreted, as’ 1t were, directly and

immediately. With li t]n_support, a Gricean stage model seems to fit the

data. But, as was noted earlier, such a model does not seem appropriate for
part sentence metaphors like (6). In such‘cases, it seems that'a better

appircach 1is to think in terms of the partial application of ‘the meaning of

that part of the sentence being used métfaphorically. Furthermore, since

25
VI
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literal uses of Janguége themselves usually cap.talize on only -parts of the
meanings of the components, as dictated by the contekt, that would suggest

that the process for the comprehension of nonliteral uses might, in many, if

P
[N "

not in most cases, be fundamentally the same as that. for the ébmprehension

of literal uses. This possibility seems to be a'ye:y attractive one when

2

worked out in greater detail (see, e.g., .Rumelhart, in press; Ortony, 1973.)

v

The psychological study of metaphbf is still very much in its infancy.u'

It is not an easy area to investigate. Even if we get satisfactory answers

to all the questions currently being addressed, there are many and difficult

* ones remaining, I shall gencludé;by making a few observations on just one

v

of them, namely, the relationship between metaphors and similes.

— o

,* _ No adequate- theory of metaphor can ignOre'the difference between

- o

metaphSr and simile} When the woman saysnof her husband that he 1is a teddy
bear, she uses a metaphor; when she séys of him that he is like a teddy

bear, she uées a simile. Traditionally the distinction be;weenfmetaphor and

’

simile has been made in terms of thg distinction between an iﬁplicit

comparison (métaphor) and an explicft COmparisén (simile),_gﬁe;iatter
typically being marked by‘the presence of "like" or "as." ;In ;erms of the
aﬁalygis that I have oﬁ e;ed, it might seem that there is an importantl
différenqe between metaphors and similes because the apparent violation, at
leésg of thé sincerity postuigte, is'immediatély obvious in the ca;e of the
metabhor,'but m;ch léss obvious for the similé. Thus, it is presumgbly
false thét the woman‘s hﬁsband ishf teddy bear, but is‘it SO0 obvioué ;hat'he

’ v . . . ’ “ !
is not/like one? Unless one takes "like" to mean "like in all respects" it

Y 3

O

.
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would seem that there are réSpects in whichehé 1s like a teddy bear so that
(10) and (11) would aprear to have the same truth value.
(10) My husband %~ f{ike a teddy bear.

(11) My husband is like a teddy bear .in some respects.

-

(12) My husband 1is a teddy bear.
Since, in some respects, almost everything is like almost everything else,
_ 1t would seem to' follow that under normal circumstances of use, (10) and

(11) are true, and if they are both true, they are both literal uses of
13 ’ ‘

[

language, and one might then ask why 1t 1is ghat‘similes should be discussed

in qhe‘same context: as metaphors at all sinc; Hhe corresponding metaphof,
(12), is presumably false. This possibility, that simiiesiaré‘in fact
Liﬁerai uses of language, rather hﬁturall§ leads 'to the kind of.analysis
o Kintsch offers._ One could argug;thaﬁ since a hearer knows that the

‘ ~ : % ' o
metaphorical statement, (12), is literally.false he attempts to construct a

- Y

simile such as (10) from it. Thevanswer, I think, is the one that I discuss
in Ortog; (1978; Ortony, in press), namely.that for genuine similes
°cOnside;ed 1iterally; tﬁere are no shared salient pr0pgr;ie53. If this is
thé case, one might.then;go on to argue that iﬁ fact (10) is'falée, and that ‘
(11) is only trivially the; that 1is, theqfespects in which the twc terms

are similar are trivial; ir;elevant respects. This would be one reasonéﬁle
way to try to reinstate the reievance of similes to-m;taphérs. There are

others. , "z

. hd [<4
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Conclusion

In this paper I have taken the ﬁosition that there fs,aLréal difference
between literal and nonliteral uses of langﬁage« -In teérms of a general -

théory of meaning, this diﬁferénce'has been construed , as par;ly'involvihg a

difference in (a weak :notion of) speaker intenticns. In the case of litédral

.uéés of language, speakers mean what they say and éay what they mean. In ‘f e

»
4

the §ase of nonliteral language uses, they do not mean what they say,. and, I

»
[

have argued, it may’bé-impoésible for them to .say what they mean within the

+

constraints of a particular language. Implicit in my remarks has been the
i g '

~

_notion thaf in the general case the meéning of an utterance is related to
its imb}igations, ér-soqg 6thhem. In the case of‘nonliteral usés.of |

langﬁage, man§ of these are ina?proPriate'hnd h;ve to be discarded. ‘It mqyf

well-ge that in terms of a.theory of meéning, the, distinction between | *

literal and nonlitéral uses of 1anguage‘is based on a d%ﬂi:rence of aagree

rather than anything el§e. That is, "it may well be tha?igdme utteiance; are . -

) R 'Y N ° . e, R e
more metaphorical than others. Such a.conclusion seems quite innocuous and -

is éertainly compatible with the notion that the extreme cases might involve

.different kinds of cognitive processes. : L ' -

-
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¢ : _ - "Footnotes
/'/. - AW

~ . 1 3

This paper ig,bﬁg;d on one ﬁirst presented to the Department of e

-~

Psychologg;/Uﬁiﬁe;sity'of Amsterdam, Holland, in December 1976 and
suyseqﬁ;;tly at the annual meeting of the Aﬁe;ican PsycholoéicalvAssqciati@ﬁ
;”15 San Fr&nciscp in August 1977. The gﬁthog wishes to(ecknowledge”suppor; |
from a Spenger Feli?wéhip, awa?ded by the National Academy of Education{ and
/o f;om the National/Institute"of"Educatioh under.gfant No. HEW-NIE-G—74-ObOf;
and Contract No. US-NIE-C-400-76-0116. |

1 ‘ : . : ' -
Notice that we are better able toﬂabpealigp a violation of our more
. . R - . . . . 4

'y v,

general sincerity postulate than we are to Grige's truth maxim, for since

K there are as yet no established referents for any of the substantive terms
in (4), the truth value of (4) is preSuﬁably undetermined. Notice  also how
the question of truth is assessed relative to the épntexg, as must be the

quesfion of sincerity in general.

(24
- <

2For example, . suppose one distiﬁguishes between metaphors which are

Ta

- based on known similarities and metaﬁhors which require Ehe discovery of new

similarities. In the case of a mefaphor based on known similarities’'no new

" knowledge will be-acqpfred as a result of itS"coaprehehsion. In such cases

-1t ﬁay.well_be,that comprehension is achieved not by aétribute“rejecﬁion buf'
by attfibute‘éelection{ | ‘ |

. | . 3Actually, thié claim ig rather oversimplified. There mayobe éharéd
properties in similes, but where there are, these properties ﬁame sﬁbtle buf

imﬁottént differences ia the different domains of the twb terms.

vo
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